Swiss American Historical Society Review
Volume 28

Number 2

Article 6

6-1992

Emil Staiger, Basic Concepts of Poetics
Edward K. Berggren
DePaul University, Chicago

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review
Part of the European History Commons, and the European Languages and Societies Commons

Recommended Citation
Berggren, Edward K. (1992) "Emil Staiger, Basic Concepts of Poetics," Swiss American Historical Society
Review: Vol. 28 : No. 2 , Article 6.
Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/sahs_review/vol28/iss2/6

This Book Review is brought to you for free and open access by BYU ScholarsArchive. It has been accepted for
inclusion in Swiss American Historical Society Review by an authorized editor of BYU ScholarsArchive. For more
information, please contact scholarsarchive@byu.edu, ellen_amatangelo@byu.edu.

Berggren: Emil Staiger, <i>Basic Concepts of Poetics</i>

48

Emil Staiger, Basic Concepts of Poetics, ed. Marianne Burkhard and
Luanne T. Frank, trans. Janette C. Hudson and Luanne T. Frank.
University Park: Penn_s yhania State University Press, 1991.
Originally published in · 1946, Staiger's Basic Concepts of
1
Poetics is ostensibly an alternative introduction to traditional
2 :ctttieis
- theories of poetics and genr-e
.
m: However, the work actually
proposes an entire reconceptualization of these theories, linking
them

to a more

11

fundamental 11

philosophical

and anthropological

project which, Staiger tells us, might more appropriately read as
a

work of philosophical

anthropology attempting to answer the

11

question,
What is man?"
Its answer comes by . way of an
investigation of the extstential..world .o.f poetics, 3 because he sees
poetics as one of our primary openings onto Being 4 as well as an
expression of humankind's most basic essence. which
arises

in what he

self-consciousness.

thinks of himself,

11

is formed, [and]

in the unfolding of his

115

Staiger's Poetics falls consciously into a metaphysical genre
of writing, assuming the meaningfulness of speaking of, or seeking
essences, 11 "grounds, 11 and 11 fundamenta l ways of being. 11

out,

11

thus

thinks

existence

He

it possible to isolate something ·stable in temporal

by which he · can anchor basic poetic concepts:

11

It is

not sense 1ess to ask about the essence of the lyric, the epic, and
the dramatic. 116 He works, then, within a tradition against which
7
modern (post-Hegelian) thinking has in general recoiled.
It is
by describing, clarifying and grounding the basic concepts of poetic
existence

that Staiger seeks to answer our contemporary mood of

confusion and forgetfulness by bringing us to the essence of human
existence revealed through the world(s) of the poetic.
· Staiger'-s

foundational

If echoes of
8
Heidegger's fundamental ontology reverberate noticeably at times,
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there

is a 1so movement in other directions, those of Husserl i an
phenomenology or Ernst Cassirer's- neo-Kantianism. 9 I would like

to _ concentrate\ upon a cluster of
a

11

arguments 11 which circle
around
.

view of 1anguage and writing which,

Heidegger

and

Husserl,

claim

its

though not unre 1ated to

lineage

more direc_tly from

This · sub-text forms as important a sub-text as the
Cassi rer.
phenomenological (particularly the Heideggerian) and it has been
ignored in the otherwise extensive Introduction.
Staiger

seeks

to ground the basic concepts of poetics in a

poetic world which comes into being through language.

His major

arguments hang on ana 1ogi es between the basic categories of
poetics--the lyric, the epic, and the dramatic--and a tripartite
10 He adopts this view of language from Ernst
structure of language.
Cassirer (again, a decisive move never acknowledged in Frank's
Introduction, and one in unhappy harmony with the Heideggerian
discourse) according to whom language develops through three stages:
that

of sentient expression,

then visible expression, ending in
rational expression. 11
Staiger se~s

conceptual
thinking or
analogies between this tripartite schema and the relation between
the fundamental structure of language: syllable, work, and sentence.
He

al so sees an onto 1ogi ca 1 correspondence between these stages

of linguistic development, the three basic poetic categories, and
the basic developmental periods of human existence.
The

basic

concepts

of

poetics

are

charted

along

the

deve 1opmenta 1 stages of 1anguage and human existence on the
assumption that they all share, with 1anguage, · the same structured
and developmental essence.
Human existence, for example, passes
from feeling or immediacy, pure passion, towards a subject
confronting an object (yielding "the visual"), and moves finally
12
towards conceptual or judgmental thinking of the whole.
This
1atter conceptua 1 stage a 11 ows for the grounding of the former
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stages since it is from the heights of the rational (manifested
in the dramatic)--that place from which we can see and judge the
tota 1 i ty of exi stence--that true knowledge takes shape. 13 Here
one can almost hear the approach of Hegel's Owl of Minerva.
On the other hand, the earliest stage, the lyric, or
passionate, grounds the latter stages insofar as they presuppose
the earlier as their precondition and birth. 14 Staiger's grand
( dramatic)

narrative of poetics thus traces out the path of the

hermeneutic circle from feeling through knowledge and from knowledge
back to feeling.
One may get the impression here that everything,
in the end, is grounded in everything else.
The entire series of analogies, taken either diachronically
or

synchronically,

is

meta phys i ca 1 metaphors:

held

together

by

a

constellation

of

"Every 1anguage develops in the direction

indicated in much the same way as every person develops from child
to youth, from youth to man, and finally to old man [italics
mine]. 1115
In the existential domain, the two ends of the unitary
process of life are described in terms of soul and spirit. Soul,
the beginning of the process, is pure fee 1 i ng, analogous to the
feminine: it is passive, passionate, unreflective, "one with the
fl ow of events. 1116 Spirit, the terminus, is ana 1ogous to the
masculine; it is rational, conceptual. 17 Harmony in human existence
consists of a union of masculine and feminine, the rational and
the passionate.
Despite radi ca 1 changes which take pl ace in the movement from
birth to death, or between the movements of 1anguage from the
senseless syllable to the meaningful sentence, there remains a
dialectical unity of the totality, be it language, poetry, or life.
This unity i tse 1f is woven ·· .within the confines of a tradi tiona 1
teleology which repeats much of the Western metaphysical tradition.
Staiger 1 s words might be coming from Aristotle, Rousseau, or Hegel:
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Of course what follows

is always

contained in what has

preceded it, just as the young man lies dormant in the boy,
the leaf already points to the blossom.

And in the same

way, what has been superseded is not 1ost at the higher
levels. ( 181 )
But in what way is it "contained" in the "higher"
in what "direction" is all of this "developing"?
metaphor to a ground?

11

levels 11 ?

And

Can we move beyond

What ground would be non-metaphorical?

What

does the metaphor of "grounding"_ do to "clarify" anything?
Insofar

Staiger 1 s theory is here based upon a series of

as

analogies between the structure of language, its development, and
the interrelations between the three genres of the poetic, it is
often not clear what is to serve··as the •~grounding" base and .what as
the

11

grounded 11 superstructure.

are more

than

It is true that he claims that these

j~st analogies (178), but he never shows how his

account takes us beyond them other than by invoking phenomenological
and existential descriptions of existence which, though often quite
aesthetically pleasing, are questionable when "grounding" is at
stake.

I do not think that he can lay any foundations here since

he wi 11 be caught in an unending series of ana 1ogi es or metaphors
in

a

movement

foundational

which

may

language as

s·e rve

to

deconstruct

much

of

his

simply the layering of metaphor upon

metaphor, analogy upon ana 1ogy, in a process 1eadi ng into a series
of i ntermi nab le strata: an unhappy

11

foundati on" for the house of

Being.
Staiger

has

accepted tradi ti ona 1 meta phys i ca 1 meta-narrative

in which to tell us the dramatic story of the poetic life world.
He has thus chosen a form of narration which is fraught with the
kinds of dangers he wishes to avoid: in particular, the questions
it provokes keep sweeping the ground from under one I s feet.
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interminable movement of metaphor takes us with it in spite of our
desire for grounds in a supplementary movement without end.

There

are times when Staiger seems willing to admit this, as when at one
point he answers

his question as to the nature of man with the
11
conunent that the actual person, this person in and of itself, does
not exist, 1118 or again, when he describes the spirit as one of the
"fundamental ontological possibilities -that have no reality other
than the 'how' of being. 1119 But then there is the desire for the
20
11
concrete, 11 the . immovable ground, the immutable essence:
"We
would hope to have worked out a section of that exact science of
existence that is explained by ontology. 1121
Perhaps my unwi 11 i ngness

to accept this kind of foundationa 1

narrative is a "reflection" of the present mood or Stimmung in which
I fee 1 caught--" anchored" if you· wi 11 •

For better or worse, this
22
mood has been categorized as post-modern.
This mood feels and
writes culture in a supplementary movement without boundaries or
direction, problematizing, as it does so, attempts to 11 ground 11
culture

and its

play.

Staiger's teleological
be

Nor is it clear how one narrative, say
narrative about the unity of language and

existence,

might

legitimated (grounded?)

against

postmodern

narratives

of difference and fragmentation: and can we speak of

a

unity of concepts or theory between . these ways of writing and
thinking? 23
Finally, it is not clear that we can attain anything
like clarity and knowledge in the face of a thing like language
which seems bent upon Herac l i team movement and flux. The cost of
trying

to stop language may be ethnocentric and authoritarian

conceptual

schemes which can only hinder creativity and silence
the opening onto being which might be called poetry. 24
Edward K. Berggren
DePaul University, Chicago
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Notes

1 Hereafter simply Poetics.
2

Luanne •T. Frank's Introduction to Staiger I s Basic Concepts

of Poetics gives a brief overview of the accepted theories Staiger
is working against: Staiger, 1-9.
3 Staiger, 42; 209.
4 Affinities
· informative

with

Heidegger

and · historically

painstakingly
poetics are
categories as
articulated by

are

useful

evident

here.

introduction,

Luanne

In the
Frank

tries to demonstrate that the basic categories of
grounded in" Heidegger's fundamental existential
outlined in Being and Time (a point much less clearly
Staiger). Whether or not this grounding •is successful

11

depends upon how much credence one gives to Heidegger's early
project in Being and Time as well as how much credence one gives
to
traditional
philosophical
metaphors
of
"groundings," .
11
llfoundations, "bases" and other "anchoring" or "centering" figures
of speech.
The recent 11 movement 11 often ca 11 ed postmoderni sm or
poststructuralism has called such metaphysical gestures into
question
by indicating the impossibility of any kind of
meta-discourse which might ground various literary or philosophical
styles.
5 Staiger, 209. ·
6 Staiger, 199.
7 As Staiger himself is fully aware.
8 Staiger,

Staiger, 195.

"The tripartition lyric-epic-dramatic does
in the end acquire a special dignity, since we learn that it is
..

founded on
the genre

185:

three-dimensional time. 11
Cf., Staiger, 188:
"Since
concepts have shown themse 1ves to be 1i terary
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scholarship's names for possibilities of human existence, it should
· no

1onger surprise us when something as genera 1 as a -study of

'existence and temporality' points to them. 11

Staiger also directly

refers to Heideggerian "original time" in the context of this
discussion. See, for example, Staiger, 188-189.
9

At

level

one

phenomenological
Husserl.

then,

Basic

Concepts can be read as

a

a

la

description of our basic poetic

11

ideas,

11

In this Husserliah subtext Staiger assumes that our usage

of poetic 1anguage is based upon the use of cl ear ideas of poetic
genre

concepts.

See,

for . examp 1e,

Staiger,

40-41 :

11

If I

characterize a drama as lyric or ... an epic poem as dramatic, I must
already

know what lyric or dramatic signifies ..•• I have an idea

of lyric, epic, and dramatic. At one time or another, an example
idea clear to me. 11

made this
recalling

Husserl:

He continues on the next page,

"Such [genre] terms remain constant.

It is

absurd, as Husserl has shown, to say that they could vary .... Once
I have an idea of "lyric" [or epic, or drama] however, it is as
unshakable as the idea of the triangle or as the idea of "red";
it is objective, far removed from my caprice."
lO One might list (as I have below) the many analogues which
Staiger

plays

upon

to make

his

case.

This

kind of graphic

representation

he 1ps

to disc 1ose some of the gaps that must be

bridged to make the account unitary and cohesive:
Language
Human Being:
SOUL
FEMININE

lyric-epic-dramatic

Poetics:
11 Staiger,

syllable-word-sentence
past-present-future (or)
childhood-youth-maturity (or)
passion-vision-judgment (or) SPIRIT
feeling-showing-proving (or) MASCULINE
emotional-visual-logical

178-184.

Cf.

also

his

historical

analysis of

language from the oral to the written, 126-128.
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12

Staiger, 161.

13 Staiger, 180, 181-2.
14

Staiger, 180.

15 Staiger, 181.
16 Staiger, 182-184.
17 Staiger, 182-3.
18 Staiger, 209.
19 Staiger~ 182.
20 Staiger,
point

of the

certain

199-200:

simple,

11

fixed

Actually it is only from the vantage
designations

that the character of

literary work shinmers and wavers,

just as I can only

observe and measure a movement when I myself stay fixed in relation
to it.

Whoever misassesses this situaiton does not know what it

means to speak and think.

_ For everything living is in motion and

one thing merges with another.
with

this.

But man does not simply go a 1ong

He forms words and with words he retains something

permanent in

the

phenomena

by perceiving in one or the other ·a

similarity and by his labeling it as such."

But would it not be

more honest to admit that we do not know what it means to speak
and to think?

That 1anguage,

speaks not the human being'?

as Heidegger often acknowledges,

And in what language, with what fixity -

does language speak?
21 Staiger, 189.
22 For a recent overview of this
background

see Richard J.

Ethical-Political

Horizons

11

stimmung 11 and its hi stori cal

Bernstein, The New Constellation: The
of Modernity/Postmodernity (Cambridge,

MIT Press, 1992).
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23
exists

Jean-Francois

Lyotard calls the

"gap" or "abyss" which

between such

radically different genres -of discourse a

differend, that is, a radical difference not translatable into the
1anguage of either genre.
See Lyotard, The Di fferend: Phrases in
Dispute

(Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 1987). ·

24 There
bad habits:

are severa 1 moments when Staiger s 1i ps into these
One when he describes the history of writing as moving

away from oral tradition, and somehow improving upon oral culture
by making 11 real 11 memory and thinking possible (Staiger, 126-7);
another appears when Staiger falls into a serious mood of
admonition, warning us that one must follow the "proper" method
when dealing with something as serious as the poetic (Staiger, 191;
finally, identifying - the "highest" stage of consciousness with the
"masculine" is problematic, to say the least.
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